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Introduction 
_____________________ 

 
Robert Lewis Dabney on Education 

 
Robert Lewis Dabney (1820-1898 A.D.) was one of America’s greatest men, 
yet he is often ignored today. He has been dismissed and forgotten by the 
modern man because of his association with the Confederacy and his 
defense of Southern slavery. But ignoring Dabney is a great loss to modern 
society. This is because Dabney was a great thinker and a true conservative. 
He vehemently opposed the waves of progressivism sweeping through 19th 
century America that have carried into our own day.   
 
Dabney was first and foremost a Presbyterian pastor and theologian. He was 
educated at Union Theological Seminary in his home state of Virginia, and 
he began teaching there in 1853. Later in his life, Dabney became professor 
of moral philosophy at the University of Texas in 1883, where he also 
helped to found the Austin School of Theology.  
 
However, Dabney was more than a pastor and theologian. During the War 
Between the States (1861-1865), he served both as a chaplain for the 
Confederacy and as chief of staff to General Stonewall Jackson. Dabney was 
also a public figure who sought to apply the Bible to all of life. He thus 
wrote on a variety of cultural and political issues. Dabney understood the 
culture of his day and the logical outcomes of progressive policies, which 
makes his cultural and political writings read like prophecy. This includes 
his writings on education.  
 
Dabney believed the task of education belonged to parents (chapter 1). He 
was therefore opposed to state/government education, or what is today called 
“public” school. State schools are coercive because they involve compulsory 
taxation and attendance. They therefore interfere with the parents’ 
responsibility to either instruct their children in the home or send them to a 
private school. State schools also run into the problem of teaching a 
religiously diverse community. In the United States, this has led such 
schools to teach from a so-called “neutral” perspective, or what Dabney 
terms “secularized” education. Dabney argues that secular education is 
impossible, for it is in reality atheistic and anti-Christian (chapter 2).  
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It is therefore no surprise that Dabney opposed the state school system that 
was newly established in his home state of Virginia in 1870, following the 
South’s loss in the War Between the States (1861-1865). Such a state school 
system did not exist in the South prior to this period of Reconstruction. This 
suggests that the system was a Northern infiltration designed to 
“reconstruct” Southern children and conform the South to the demands of 
the North.  
 
William H. Ruffner, a friend and former classmate of Dabney’s at Union 
Theological Seminary, was appointed superintendent for public instruction 
in Virginia. This led to a public debate between Ruffner and Dabney through 
a series of articles in 1876. Dabney called for the elimination of state 
schools, while Ruffner responded that the state had a moral obligation to 
educate all citizens. Both were Presbyterian ministers, which makes for an 
interesting exchange. Dabney’s four letters are summarized in this book 
(chapters 3 through 6).  
 
Though Dabney lost the argument in that the state school system was never 
eliminated in Virginia, this does not mean he was in the wrong. Dabney was 
fighting against the popular tide in favor of the system that was sweeping 
throughout the United States in the 19th century. No argument Dabney made 
could have changed this. However, considering the problems and failures of 
modern state schools, Dabney appears to have been vindicated. His concerns 
over the anti-religious and immoral nature of the system have been realized 
in the product that America’s school are producing—which is why his 
writings on education are so relevant for today.  
 
Rather than republishing Dabney’s writings on education, they have been 
summarized in this book with the goal of making them more accessible to 
the modern reader. If the reader wants to read Dabney’s full essays, the 
relevant citations have been provided. So enjoy this short book, as Professor 
Dabney takes America to school by predicting the failure of the public 
school system.  
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Chapter 1 
_____________________ 

 
Dabney on the Unique Responsibility of Parents 

 
Parenting has fallen on hard times in our day, as many parents have 
abdicated the responsibility to raise their children. This is sad because of the 
monumental influence parents have on their children. No one understood 
this influence better than R.L. Dabney, the great Southern Presbyterian 
pastor and theologian. 
 
Dabney preached a sermon in October of 1870 to the Synod of 
Virginia, titled “Parental Responsibilities.” In this sermon, Dabney 
highlighted the special responsibility parents have in raising their children. 
This is a responsibility that is grounded in “the unique and extensive 
character of their authority over their offspring” (p. 682). 
 
The Influence of Parents 
Listen to what Dabney says about the magnitude of parents’ influence on 
their children. He explains how parents determine the wealth, reputation, 
intellect, character, and opportunities of their children: 
 

Let the extent of the parent’s legitimate or unavoidable power 
over his children be pondered. As he is industrious and discreet, 
or indolent and prodigal, he decides for his children whether 
they shall begin their adult existence with a competency or as 
paupers. As he is virtuous or vicious, he decides for them 
whether they shall bear an honored name, or be branded with 
the mark of infamy at their outset in society . . . His neglect of 
their early mental culture determines whether they shall reach 
adult life stupid boors or educated and intelligent men. Yea, 
more than this, character itself, at the outset of manhood, is 
mainly determined by the parents, and that chiefly by their 
example; so that they have the power of deciding with probable 
effect whether their children shall begin their careers with base 
or with virtuous principles and habits (pp. 682-683). 

 
Parents are the greatest influence on a child, such that “there is no power 
allowed to any creature under heaven over another responsible creature so 
wide as this providential power of the parent” (p. 683). Part of this power 
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involves the passing on of the parents’ religious beliefs and worldview. 
Some parents seek to be “unbiased” or “neutral” in this regard, but Dabney 
shows that this is impossible: 

 
It is made both his privilege and his duty to impose the 
principles and the creed which he has sincerely adopted as the 
truth for himself upon the spirit of his child. Some men, it is 
known, vainly prate of a supposed obligation to leave the minds 
of their children independent and “unbiased” until they are 
mature enough to judge for themselves. But a moment’s 
thought shows that this is as unlawful as impossible. No man 
can avoid impressing his own practical principles on his 
child. If he refrains from words, he does it inevitably by his 
example (p. 684). 
 

Dabney continues, “He must ‘bring up the child in the nurture and 
admonition of the Lord.’ Which is that nurture? Popery? Presbyterianism, 
Rationalism, or Infidelity? At the time the training is to begin, the child is 
wholly unqualified to judge; the parent must judge for him” (p. 685). In 
other words, parents determine the religion and worldview in which they 
will train their child. 
 
The Most Important Business on Earth 
We may think school, media, and friends have great influence on children. 
But who makes the decision as to what school a child attends? Or to what 
media a child is exposed? Or with which friends a child associates? Is it not 
the parents? Hence, Dabney concludes, “These considerations prepare us to 
expect that the parent’s influence will be more effectual good and evil than 
any or all others that surround the young soul . . . The parent has the first and 
all-important opportunity” (p. 87). This leads to Dabney’s masterful 
description of the importance of parenting: 

 
The education of children for God is the most important 
business done on earth. It is the only business for which the 
earth exists. To it all politics, all war, all literature, all money-
making, ought to be subordinated; and every parent especially 
ought to feel, every hour of the day, that, next to making his 
own calling and election sure, this is the end for which he is 
kept alive by God—this is his task on earth. On the right 
training of the generation now arising, turns not only the 
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individual salvation of each member in it, not only the 
religious hope of the age which is approaching, but the fate 
of all future generations in a large degree. Train up him who 
is now a boy for Christ, and you not only sanctify that soul, but 
you set on foot the best earthly agencies to redeem the whole 
broadening stream of human beings who shall proceed from 
him, down to the time when men cease to marry and give in 
marriage. Until then, the work of education is never ending (pp. 
691-692). 

 
Parents have a supreme task at hand. How they raise their children not only 
affects their children but also the future generations until the end of time. 
Thus Dabney can say, “The supreme end of the family institution is as 
distinctly religious and spiritual as that of the church itself” (p. 692). And 
again, “The instrumentalities of the family are chosen and ordained of God 
as the most efficient of all means of grace—more truly and efficaciously 
means of saving grace than all other ordinances of the church” (p. 693). 
 
The magnitude of this task ought to lead parents to set a godly example, 
teach their children the faith, pray with and for them, and choose a schooling 
option that will aid the task of training their children in the way of Christ. 
May all of us be faithful to this task of eternal consequences. 
 
 
 
R.L. Dabney, “Parental Responsibilities” in Discussions, Volume 1 
(Harrisonburg, VA: Sprinkle Publications, 1994), pp. 676-693. 
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Chapter 2 
_____________________ 

 
Dabney’s Devastating Critique of Secular Education 

 
Robert Lewis Dabney deserves more attention than he currently receives. 
His writings sound prophetic, as Dabney foresaw things like the 
secularization of the public schools and the weakening of the family unit in 
America. But Dabney was not a prophet. Rather, he was a man whose razor-
sharp mind could see the logical outcomes of the things taking place in his 
day. 
 
In regards to education, Dabney was well aware of the increasing state 
control of America’s school system. He knew that compulsory state-run 
schools would not allow for religious instruction and that the system would 
eventually abandon Christian values entirely. In other words, he knew the 
system was being secularized. As an advocate of Christian education, 
Dabney therefore opposed the government’s involvement in education and 
advocated a privatized system where schools could each teach what they 
wanted. He would no doubt today be an advocate of private Christian 
schooling and homeschooling. 
 
Dabney’s best work on education is his essay “Secularized Education,” as it 
provides a devastating critique of the secular education so common today. 
The following is an outline and summary of this great work. 
 
The State and Secularized Education 
Dabney’s “Secularized Education” begins by asking two questions that he 
will answer throughout his essay: (1) “Who is the agent entitled to control 
education?” and (2) “What is right education?” (p. 272). Dabney’s essay 
focuses primarily on the first question, the agent of education. Dabney says 
the two most common answers to this question throughout history have been 
the state and the church. But as Dabney will argue, neither the state nor the 
church ought to control education. Rather, education is ultimately the 
responsibility of parents. 
 
Dabney spends much time evaluating the idea that the state should control 
education (the common view of our day). He begins by arguing that if the 
state is the educator in America, “education must be secularized totally” (p. 
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273). This is because the United States have severed themselves from 
particular churches and religions.  
 
The problem for the public school system is that America is made up of a 
variety of religious adherents—Catholics, Protestants, Jews, atheists, etc. If 
the state is to educate all its citizens, how can it accommodate such diverse 
religious beliefs? Dabney says there have been four suggestions (pp. 275-
276): 
 

(1) “Forcing the religion of the majority on the minority.” 
(2) “Each denomination may have its own schools endowed by the State.” 
(3) “Give ‘unsectarian’ religion instruction in the first hour of the day” 

(while giving parents the option to opt out). 
(4) “Secularize the State’s teaching absolutely.” 

 
The first solution of forcing the majority religion on everyone has obvious 
problems, as the state would be endorsing a religion and oppressing 
dissenters. The second solution of having a variety of religious state schools 
would result in many denominational schools that do not have enough 
students to fill the schools in all locations. It would also leave the state 
endorsing particular denominations, some of which contradict one another. 
The third solution of providing religious instruction at the beginning of the 
school day has the same problem as the first two—it would involve the state 
establishing a particular religion. Even though families could opt out, it 
would punish such dissenters by taxing them for something they do not 
want. 
 
This leaves the fourth solution of secularizing state education. This would 
limit schools “to matters merely secular, and leaving parents or the Church 
to supplement it with such religious teaching as they may please, or none.” 
This is the option that the United States have chosen, and Dabney spends the 
majority of his essay examining this option—“Let us see whether this plan is 
either possible or admissible. This is really the vital question” (p. 276).   
 
Is Secularized Education Even Possible? 
In order to address the question of whether secular education is possible, 
Dabney says we must first ask what education is. His answer: “Education is 
the nurture and development of the whole man for his proper end”—and that 
end is moral (p. 277). He says it may be possible to teach an art or skill, such 
as using a hammer, in a secular manner. But that is not education, and the 
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state does not claim to limit itself to teaching such skills. No, says Dabney. 
The state “claims to educate” with the goal of training students as citizens 
(p. 277). 
 
Now if the state seeks to educate in this way, we must ask, “Is a really 
secularized education either possible or admissible?” (p. 277). Dabney 
responds in the negative, providing six reasons why secular education is not 
possible or admissible: 

 
“First, No people of any age, religion, or civilization, before ours, 
has ever thought so” (pp. 277-78). Every society in history has 
grounded its education in religion, whether it be Catholic, Protestant, 
Jewish, Muslim, Hindu, or pagan. This idea of excluding religious 
instruction from youth is completely new. So Dabney asks 
rhetorically, “Whence this general revolt from the Christian faith in 
this country? . . . What has prepared so many for the dreary 
absurdities of materialism?” (p. 279). 
 
“Second, True education is, in a sense, a spiritual process, the 
nurture of a soul” (p. 279). Man is a spiritual being. This means 
everything we do involves the soul, including education. To remove 
Christianity from education is to destroy education. As Dabney says, 
“Every line of true knowledge must find its completeness in its 
convergency to God, even as every beam of daylight leads the eye to 
the sun. If religion be excluded from our study, every process of 
thought will be arrested before it reaches its proper goal” (p. 280). 
 
“Third, If secular education is to be made consistently and 
honestly non-Christian, then all its more important branches 
must be omitted, or they must submit to a mutilation and 
falsification, far worse than absolute omission” (p. 280). Dabney 
points out that it is hard to see how someone can teach history, 
psychology, ethics, and law without speaking favorably or 
unfavorably of the beliefs of Christians, deists, materialists, or any 
other worldview. Dabney asks a series of piercing questions, “Shall 
the secular education leave the young citizen totally ignorant of his 
own ancestry? . . . Can he [the physicist] give the genesis of earth and 
man, without intimating whether Moses or Huxley is his prophet? . . .  
How much of the noblest literature must be ostracized, if this plan is 
to be honestly carried out?” (p. 281). Dabney concludes, "Christian 
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truths and facts are so woven into the very warp and woof of the 
knowledge of Americans, and constitute so beneficial and essential a 
part of our civilization, that the secular teacher, who impartially 
avoids either the affirmation or denial of them, must reduce his 
teaching to the bare giving of those scanty rudiments, which are, as 
we have seen, not knowledge, but the mere signs of knowledge" (p. 
281). This can be attested by anyone who has witnessed the 
curriculum of the secular schools of our day. 
 
“Fourth, Of all rightful human action the will is the executive and 
the conscience the directive faculty” (p. 282). In other words, 
education is moral. Teachers must teach students to work hard, be 
obedient, and tell the truth. “But on whose authority” does the teacher 
give these demands? When God and His Word are removed, moral 
authority falls on the might of parents or the government. Students are 
then trained not in Christian morality but in pagan morality. But as 
Dabney’s quotation of John Locke shows, virtue is the goal of 
education: “It is virtue, then, direct virtue, which is the hard and 
valuable part to be aimed at in education . . . If virtue and a well-
tempered soul be not got and settled so as to keep out ill and vicious 
habits, languages and science, and all the other accomplishments of 
education, will be to no purpose but to make the worse or more 
dangerous man” (p. 283). 
 
“Fifth, We need the best men to teach our children. The best are 
true Christians, who carry their religion into everything” (p. 284). 
Christian parents should want godly Christians to teach their children. 
Such men and women apply the Bible to all of life, including the 
subjects they teach. But such Christians will have great trouble 
teaching in the secular schools—“So the tendency must be towards 
throwing State schools into the hands of half-hearted Christians or of 
contemptuous unbelievers” (p. 284). Why would Christian parents 
want to entrust so great a task to such people? 
 
“Sixth, To every Christian citizen, the most conclusive argument 
against a secularized education is contained in his own creed 
touching human responsibility” (285). Christian parents should 
want to provide their children with a Christian education. But secular 
education is not a Christian education. As Dabney says, “A non-
Christian training is literally an anti Christian training” (p. 285). 
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It is this last point—that secular education is anti-Christian—that Dabney 
spends the rest of his essay elaborating. Though the state does not have the 
goal of evangelizing its citizens, it also does not have the right “to become 
an anti-evangelical agency.” The state does not have the right to “war 
against” Christianity. Dabney says, “While we have no right to ask the State 
to propagate our theology, we have a right to demand that it shall not oppose 
it. But to educate souls thus is to oppose it, because a non-Christian training 
is an anti-Christian training” (p. 285). 
 
Education is Not the Task of the State 
Dabney anticipates an objection: “If the State may govern and punish, which 
are moral functions, she may also teach.” He responds, “If we are prepared 
for the theocratic idea of the State . . . then we can conclude thus.” So 
consistency in this objection would require “a State religion, a beneficed 
clergy, a religious test for office, and State power wielded to suppress 
theological as well as social error.” Of course, America does not have such a 
theocracy, and the state should therefore stay out of education.  
 
Furthermore, there is a difference between governing and teaching—“While 
secular ruling and punishing are ethical functions, they are sufficiently 
grounded in the light of natural theism. But teaching is a spiritual function” 
(p. 286). Teaching requires redemption of the student, and this cannot be 
attained by natural theology as governance can. 
 
Dabney then makes a striking prediction of the public schools that has come 
to pass. These words must be quoted at length: 

 
But nearly all public men and divines declare that the State 
schools are the glory of America, that they are a finality, and in 
no event to be surrendered. And we have seen that their 
complete secularization is logically inevitable. Christians 
must prepare themselves then, for the following results: All 
prayers, catechisms, and Bibles will ultimately be driven out 
of the schools . . . Humanity always finds out, sooner or later, 
that it cannot get on without a religion, and it will take a false 
one in preference to none. Infidelity and practical ungodliness 
will become increasingly prevalent among Protestant youth, 
and our churches will have a more arduous contest for growth if 
not for existence (p. 289). 
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Dabney points out that the American public school system has its roots in 
theocratic societies. Early American colonies that pioneered state education, 
such as Massachusetts and Connecticut, “held firmly to a union of Church 
and State” (p. 289). The same was true of the state school systems in 
Scotland and Prussia. The American system thus follows the education 
model of theocratic nations but has removed the religious aspect that was 
foundational to those systems. It has thus become a system for training in 
atheism and immorality. 
 
Education Belongs to Parents 
How then should state education be regarded “when it is imported into 
commonwealths whose civil governments have absolutely secularized 
themselves and made the union of the secular and spiritual powers illegal 
and impossible?” In other words, can we accept state education when our 
state is not theocratic but has firmly separated church and state? To answer 
this question, Dabney returns to the question he raised at the beginning of 
his essay regarding who ought to control education—“Is the direction of the 
education of children either a civic or an ecclesiastical function? Is it not 
properly a domestic and parental function?” (p. 290). 
 
God has entrusted parents with the responsibility to educate their children. 
Parents have an authority over children prior to that of the church or state, as 
seen in the Fifth Commandment to “Obey your father and mother.” The 
family appeared before both the church and the state, and it is out of the 
family that the social institutions of church and state arise. Along with this 
parental authority comes an extensive influence upon children: 

 
God has provided for the parents social and moral influences so 
unique, so extensive, that no other earthly power, or all 
others together, can substitute them in fashioning the 
child’s character. The home example, armed with the 
venerable authority of the father and the mother, repeated 
amidst the constant intimacies of the fireside, seconded by filial 
reverence, ought to have the most potent plastic force over 
character. And this unique power God has guarded by an 
affection, the strongest, most deathless, and most unselfish, 
which remains in the breast of fallen man. Until the magistrate 
can feel a love, and be nerved by it to a self-denying care and 
toil, equal to that of a father and a mother, he can show no 
pretext for assuming any parental function (p. 291). 
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Parents have the greatest influence on their children, and for that reason 
parents ought to educate their children. A state that seeks to teach children 
that which is contrary to the parents’ beliefs is undermining parental 
authority. As Dabney says, “If the father conscientiously believes that his 
own creed is true and righteous and obligatory before God, then he must 
intuitively regard the intrusion of any other power between him and his 
minor child, to cause the rejection of that creed, as a usurpation.” Such 
usurpation by the government is “in the direction of despotism” (p. 291). 
 
Though parents are fallen and imperfect, “the supreme authority must be 
placed somewhere.” And God has indicated that “no place is so safe for it as 
in the hands of the parent, who has the supreme love for the child and the 
superior opportunity.” Yes, many parents neglect and pervert the power. 
Dabney responds, “And does the State never neglect and pervert its powers? 
With the lessons of history to teach us the horrible and almost universal 
abuses of power in the hands of civil rulers, that question is conclusive. In 
the case of an unjust or godless State, the evil would be universal and 
sweeping. Doubtless God has deposited the duty in the safest place” (p. 
292). 
 
Dabney then invokes the concept of sphere sovereignty—“God has 
immediately and authoritatively instituted three organisms for man on earth, 
the State, the visible Church, and the Family, and these are co-ordinate in 
rights and mutual independence. The State or Church has no more right to 
invade the parental sphere than the parent to invade theirs” (p. 292). The 
essential problem with the American school system then is that it has 
confused the spheres of the state and the family, with the state in fact 
usurping the family’s role in education. 
 
As Dabney says, “God designed the State to be the organ for securing 
secular justice” (p. 293). The state, along with the church, ought to 
“recognize the parent as the educating power.” The state can encourage 
education by “holding the impartial shield of legal protection over all 
property which may be devoted to education,” but it should not provide that 
education. Recognizing the proper sphere for education—the family—would 
solve the problem of the state attempting to school children from different 
religious backgrounds. As Dabney concludes, “Our educational system 
might present less mechanical symmetry, but it would be more flexible, 
more practical, and more useful” (p. 294). May God help America to restore 
such a family-driven education. 
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R.L. Dabney, “Secularized Education,” in Discussions, Volume 3 (Carlisle, 
PA: Banner of Truth, 1982), pp. 272-294.  
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Chapter 3 
_____________________ 

 
Compulsory Education and the Welfare State 

(Dabney’s First Letter on the Virginia State School System) 
 
R.L. Dabney, the great 19th century Southern Presbyterian minister and 
professor, was a strong advocate of Christian education. Dabney wrote an 
article in the Southern Planter in opposition to the public school system that 
was being advocated in Virginia in his day. Dabney’s article was then 
attacked by Dr. W.H. Ruffner, a fellow Presbyterian, who was also the first 
superintendent of Virginia’s public schools. Adding to the intrigue of this 
debate is that the men were formerly classmates at Union Theological 
Seminary.  
 
The Problem of Compulsion 
Dr. Ruffner advocated state education in Virginia and thus attacked Dabney 
for his opposition. Dabney then fired back with four letters that can be found 
in his Discussions. His first letter, titled, “The State Free School System 
Imposed Upon Virginia by the Underwood Constitution,” was written on 
April 18, 1876. Dabney comes out swinging in this letter: 

 
Your “free schools,” like not a few of the other pretensions of 
Radicalism, are in fact exactly the opposite to the name falsely 
assumed. The great bulk of those who pay the money for them 
do it, not “freely,” but by compulsion. They are virtually thrust 
down our throats by the bayonet. And the exemplars you most 
boast and imitate not only make the payment compulsory, but 
the attendance also, as your consistency will doubtless cause 
you to do in Virginia also in a few years. The only freedom of 
your system is your freedom to compel other people’s money 
(p. 239). 

 
Dabney is asserting that the state schools advocated by Dr. Ruffner require 
compulsory taxation and would soon also require compulsory attendance of 
students. Dabney, of course, would be correct in his prediction. This point is 
important because public schools are often still referred to as “free.” But 
there is nothing free about them. The entire system is built on coercion.  
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Next Dabney attacks the idea that the children belong to the state. 
 
It is the teaching of the Bible and of sound political ethics that 
the education of children belongs to the sphere of the family 
and is the duty of the parents. The theory that the children of 
the Commonwealth are the charge of the Commonwealth is 
a pagan one, derived from heathen Sparta and Plato’s heathen 
republic . . . The dispensation of Divine Providence determines 
the social grade and the culture of children on their reaching 
adult age by the diligence and faithfulness of their parents, just 
as the pecuniary condition of children at that epoch is 
determined . . . Now, by what apology does the State justify 
itself in stepping in to revolutionize that order? (p. 241) 

 
Children do not belong to the state but to parents. So how does the state 
justify its interference in the family with state schools? The state claims it 
wants to prevent ignorance. But as Dabney says, “The morality of the 
citizens is far more essential to the welfare of the State; and the only 
effectual basis for morals is the Christian religion. Therefore the State would 
be yet more bound to take order that all youth be taught Christianity” (p. 
241). Of course, the modern state will not teach Christianity. Thus the state 
should stay out of education.  
 
The Prediction of the Welfare State 
Dabney then proceeds to argue that if the state will provide education for all, 
consistency requires the state also provide welfare programs for the poor. 
Dabney sounds all too prophetic in this regard: 
 

Physical destitution of the citizens is as dangerous to the State 
as ignorance; therefore the State would be entitled to interfere 
for her own protection and repair that calamitous condition of 
destitution which their own and their parents’ vices and laziness 
have entailed on a part of the people, by confiscating, for their 
relief, the honestly-earned property of the virtuous and thrifty 
and their children . . . The friends of this principle will in due 
time become consistent, and claim at least the last inference, 
along with the first (pp. 241-241). 
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In other words, if the state justifies compulsory state education because it is 
for the good of society, the state will also justify redistributive welfare 
programs because they also are for the good of society. This prediction has 
proved to be accurate. Dabney says that teaching Christianity to all youth 
could also be justified under this same principle. However, Dabney says, 
“They are not likely to adopt” this “because the culture and ethics of the 
‘common school’ will leave them, after a time, too corrupt and atheistic to 
recognize the value of morality or its source—the Christian religion” (p. 
242).  
 
Public Schools and Crime 
Dabney then counters an argument in favor of public education—“They say: 
‘It costs less money to build school-houses than jails.’ But what if it turns 
out that the State’s expenditure in school-house is one of the things which 
necessitates the expenditure in jails?” (p. 242). Dabney cites numerous 
examples of education increasing the level of crime and corruption in a 
society, including the higher crime rates in the North as compared to the 
South in his day. 
 
Dabney’s basic argument here is that education cannot be forced upon 
people. Education is a moral process that requires hard work. If all parents 
had the “intelligence, the virtue, the aspiration” to educate their own 
children, then “it would be superfluous for the Government to interfere.” So 
the state is left educating children from bad families—“Parents who remain 
too poor and callous to educate their own children are so because they are 
ignorant, indolent, unaspiring, and vicious.” Though Dabney believes there 
are exceptions, he says, “The parents are the real architects of their 
children’s destiny, and the State cannot help it” (p. 244). 
 
This explains the trouble with public schools in inner cities today. The 
schools can do little to overcome the problems of the homes from which the 
children come. As Dabney says, “The home education is so much more 
potential than that of the school, that the little modicum of training which a 
‘common-school’ system can give to the average masses is utterly trivial and 
impotent as a means of reversing the child’s tendency. That which costs 
nothing is never valued” (p. 244). 
 
Dabney does care for the minds and hearts of the destitute. But he offers a 
different solution than public school: 
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The work must be done by laying hold of the sentiments, hearts, 
and consciences of parents and children together—not through 
their grammatical and arithmetical faculties. The agents for this 
blessed work are the neighbor and the church. Christian charity 
and zeal, with the potent social influences descending from 
superiors to inferiors, in a society which is practically a kindly 
and liberal aristocracy; these may break the reign of ignorance 
and unaspiring apathy. The State cannot; the work is above its 
sphere (pp. 245-246). 

 
In other words, the state cannot do what the church and the gospel do. To 
that we say, Amen. 
 
 
 
R.L. Dabney, “The State Free School System Imposed Upon Virginia by the 
Underwood Constitution” in Discussions, Volume 3 (Carlisle, PA: Banner 
of Truth, 1982), pp. 238-246.  
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Chapter 4 
_____________________ 

 
A Critique of Educational Egalitarianism 

(Dabney’s Second Letter on the Virginia State School System) 
 
In his second letter to Dr. W.H. Ruffner in opposition to the Virginia state 
school system (dated April 22, 1876), R.L. Dabney attacks what he calls 
“the absurd and impossible idea of the Leveller.” He is referring to the idea 
that the public schools could make it “possible for all men to have equal 
destinies in human society” (p. 247).  
 
Critiquing Egalitarianism 
Dabney is critiquing two premises of modern egalitarianism: (1) that all men 
are equal in function, ability, and circumstances; and (2) that the state school 
system can ensure such equality. Dabney responds that such a system 
“fosters a universal discontent with the allotments of Providence, and the 
inevitable graduations of rank, possessions and privilege.” He considered 
this desire for levelling people to be “anti-Christian,” as the Bible inculcates 
“contentment with our sphere” (p. 247). 
 
According to Dabney, “It is utterly false that every American boy may aspire 
to the higher stations of life,” for such positions can only be reached by a 
few. The state should not disadvantage any in this race through legislation, 
but “Providence, social laws, and parental virtues and efforts, do inevitably 
legislate in favor of some classes of boys in their start in that race, and if the 
State undertakes to countervail that legislation of nature by levelling action, 
the attempt is wicked, mischievous, and futile” (p. 248). 
 
This is a fascinating argument made by Dabney, and it speaks much to our 
present day. Modern egalitarianism insists that the state counter the 
influences of providence, social laws, and parents through legislation (e.g. 
affirmative action, public schools, financial handouts, etc.).  
 
However, as Dabney says, such legislation is not only wicked, but it is 
“futile.” The state is unable to level such differences. As Dabney says, “The 
larger part of every civilized people is, and ever will be, addicted to regular, 
manual labor” (p. 248). Admitting there are some exceptions, such as King 
David, experience confirms that most people are a result of their 
environment. This is partly why there is such frustration with the poor 
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performance of inner city public schools. People will blame everything but 
the families of the children who attend such schools. No one wants to point 
out the obvious—that the state cannot overcome the influence of the 
children’s parents. 
 
The Destiny of Manual Labor 
Dabney actually believes that manual labor is good for people, as it prevents 
humans “from abusing their leisure.” Too much leisure time “would be 
devoted, not to intellectual pursuits, but to wasteful and degrading vices” (p. 
248). Does the evidence not teach this? Dabney says that too much leisure 
leads many men to jail—“The destiny of the major part of the human family 
is the alternative of manual labor or savagery” (p. 249). If Dabney is correct 
that most humans are destined for manual labor, then why does the state 
seek to develop the mental culture incompatible with it? Dabney says, 

 
We care not how universally the State may force the arts of 
penmanship and reading on the children of laborers, when these 
become laboring men they will cease to read and write; they 
will practically disuse the arts as cumbersome and superfluous. 
This is a fact which your enthusiast for common schools is 
loath to look; but it is a stubborn one (p. 249). 

 
Again, does experience not teach us this is true? America’s truly educated 
often complain about the general population not writing well and not 
desiring to read. Could it be that such tasks are simply not fitting for the 
masses? This is not to say that such skills should not be taught, as they can 
easily be learned by young children (from parents or even self-taught). 
Rather, it is to say, as Dabney does, that such skills should not be forced 
through compulsory state education.  
 
Dabney next makes the point that “the use of letters is not education, but 
only one means of education, and not the only means” (p. 249). In other 
words, reading and writing are only tools for education. They are not an end 
in themselves. Furthermore, people can gain an education even without the 
tools of reading and writing—“The laboring classes find their appropriate 
mental and moral cultivation in their tasks themselves” (p. 249). A man can 
train “the moral virtues by the fidelity and endurance with which he 
performs that work” (p. 250). In support of this, Dabney cites the ancient 
Athenians, who “without books, [were] a highly-cultivated people.” 
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Not All Men Are Equal 
Near the end of his letter Dabney states, “The smattering which State 
education has given the masses has but been to them the opening of 
Pandora’s box. It has only launched them in an ocean which they are 
incompetent to navigate . . . they have only knowledge enough to run into 
danger” (p. 252). To be clear, Dabney is not opposed to education. In 
context, he is attacking the universal and compulsory state education that 
teaches too little. 
 
Dabney’s point is a potent one—the state school system ignores the stubborn 
fact that not all men are equal in ability, intelligence, social status, and 
opportunity. Most humans will end up in manual labor and will abandon the 
reading and writing forced upon them, regardless of the attempts by the state 
schools. But instead of rejecting God’s providence, we ought to embrace it. 
The state’s effort to legislate the levelling of people has been disastrous, as 
evidenced by the public schools, particularly in the poorer areas. If 
educational decisions were left to the children’s parents and the free market, 
everyone would be in a much better position—and more apt to embrace the 
career path that providence has given them. 
 
 
 
R.L. Dabney, “Dr. Dabney Again” in Discussions, Volume 3 (Carlisle, PA: 
Banner of Truth, 1982), pp. 247-253.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  

	   24	  

Chapter 5 
_____________________ 

 
Bad Influences in the Public Schools 

(Dabney’s Third Letter on the Virginia State School System) 
 
In his third letter to Dr. W.H. Ruffner on the Virginia state school system 
(dated April 25, 1876), R.L. Dabney attacks the public school system on the 
basis that it will bring bad influence on good children. He says, “If a system 
of universal common schools is to be carried out in good faith, there must be 
a mixture of the children of the decent and the children of the vile in the 
same society during the most plastic age” (p. 254). This will then corrupt the 
decent children. 
	  
The Influence of Other Students 
Students have great influence on one another, to which all teachers can 
attest. As Dabney says, 

 
Every experienced teacher knows that pupils educate each other 
more than he educates them. The thousand nameless 
influences—literary, social, moral—not only of the play-ground 
but of the school room, the whispered conversation, the 
clandestine note, the sly grimace, the sly pinch, the good or bad 
recitation, mould the plastic character of children far more than 
the most faithful teacher’s hand (p. 255). 

 
Dabney of course thinks Christians should seek to have a good influence on 
the unbelievers around them, but it ought to take place when they are 
mature. Children are not ready for such a task. As he says, “While we fully 
recognize the Christian duty of seeking the degraded and of drawing them 
up to purer associations, we beg leave to demur against employing our 
innocent and inexperienced children as the missionaries” (pp. 256-257). 
 
Children should be protected from bad influences. But unfortunately, no 
teacher can protect children from all the bad influences of other students. 
Dabney argues, “It is claimed that it is the teacher’s part to prevent those 
‘evil communications’ which corrupt good manners. We reply that it is 
impossible” (p. 257). So who then should protect the children? It should be 
the parents, and they do this by choosing where to school their children. 
However, this freedom is diminished in a compulsory state school system.	  
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Objections Anticipated 
Dabney anticipates the objection that parents can still choose a private 
school in a state compulsory school system: 
 

It is said that if a fastidious parent does not like the social 
atmosphere of the common school [public school] he may pay 
for a more select private one. But he is taxed compulsorily to 
support this school which parental duty forbids him to use; so 
that the system in this case amounts to an iniquitous penalty 
upon him for his faithfulness to his conscience. What clearer 
instance of persecution could arise? (p. 257). 

 
Yes, parents still have the freedom to choose a private school. But they are 
paying double tuition, as they are taxed to pay for something they do not use 
or support (public school) along with private school tuition. This is 
tyrannical. 
 
Dabney anticipates another objection—“Have children’s morals never been 
corrupted in private schools?” (p. 257). Dabney responds that they certainly 
have, but this “proves that parental vigilance as to the moral atmosphere of 
the children’s comrades needs to be greatly increased; while this system 
insists upon extinguishing all such conscientious watchfulness” (p. 257). In 
other words, the fact that even private schools face the influence problem 
makes compulsory public schools all the more dangerous. The state system 
removes parental discernment in choosing which schools the children should 
attend, forcing many parents to expose their children to the bad influences of 
the public schools. And for that reason, we should oppose a compulsory 
state school system.  
 
 
 
R.L. Dabney, “Another Dabney Bolt for Dr. Ruffner’s Benefit” in 
Discussions, Volume 3 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 1982), pp. 254-261.  
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Chapter 6 
_____________________ 

 
The Bible is Central to Moral Education 

(Dabney’s Fourth Letter on the Virginia State School System) 
 
R.L. Dabney’s fourth letter to Dr. W.H. Ruffner on the Virginia state school 
system (dated May 4, 1876) shares some similarities with his essay, 
“Secularized Education” (see chapter 2). Dabney here lays out his most 
potent argument against state education, which has to do with religion. He 
asks, “What religion shall be taught to the children by the State’s teachers as 
the necessary part of the education of reasonable and moral beings?” (p. 
262). 
 
Seeing that there are different religious beliefs among Americans, state 
schools must do one of three things: (1) force the majority religion on the 
minority; (2) provide a variety of religious state schools; (3) limit teaching in 
state schools to the secular. The first two options both involve the state 
taxing people to support religious teaching they disagree with. Thus the state 
has chosen the third option of limiting teaching to the secular. But as 
Dabney says, “Of this solution no Christian of any name can be an 
advocate” (p. 265). 
	  
The Bible is Necessary to Education 
Every society trains its children in the religion of the land, and so Dabney 
argues for the “absolute necessity of Bible instruction in schools.” And if the 
Bible is necessary to education, the fact that the state cannot teach the Bible 
proves that the state should not run education. Dabney says, “The State is 
unfit to assume the educational function . . . Here is one part which is 
absolutely essential to the very work of right education: the State is 
effectively disabled from performing that part. Then the State cannot 
educate, and should not profess it” (p. 266).  
 
We can put Dabney’s argument in the following logical form: 
 

P1: The Bible is necessary to true education. 
P2: State schools cannot teach the Bible. 
C: Therefore the state cannot provide true education. 
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Here is a more formal syllogism: 
 

P1: All true education is education that teaches the Bible. 
P2: No state education is education that teaches the Bible. 
C: Therefore, no state education is true education. 

 
The syllogism is valid, so the only issue that can be raised is the truthfulness 
of the premises. The second premise is a fact in the United States resulting 
from past Supreme Court rulings—state schools do not teach the Bible (apart 
from some literary classes). Non-Christians would challenge the first 
premise, but all Christians should embrace it. If accepted, this is a potent 
argument against placing children in a state school that prohibits the use of 
the Bible. Such a school is not providing a “true” education, as the Bible is 
foundational to all true learning. As Proverbs 1:7 says, “The fear of Yahweh 
is the beginning of knowledge.”  
 
Following his argument, Dabney quotes Daniel Webster, “In what age, by 
what sect, where, when, by whom, has religious truth been excluded from 
the education of youth? Nowhere; never. Everywhere, and at all times, it has 
been and is regarded as essential. It is of the essence, the vitality of useful 
instruction” (p. 266). 
 
Dabney understands that Christianity must be part of all that we do, 
including the education of youth: “We claim more than the admission that 
each man should at some stage of his training, and by somebody, be taught 
Christianity; we mean in the fullest sense that Christianity must be a present 
element of all the training at all times, or else it is not true and valuable 
education” (p. 267). 
	  
All Education is Moral 
Education is moral and leads to moral actions. As Dabney says, “The moral 
judgments and acts of the soul all involve an exercise of reason; so that it is 
impossible to separate the ethical and intellectual functions . . . Man fulfills 
the ends of his existence, not by right cognitions, but by right moral actions  
. . . knowledge is really valuable only as it is in order to right actions” (p. 
268).  
 
That education is moral leads Dabney to the following conclusion: 
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It follows that any training which attempts to be non-
Christian is therefore anti-Christian. God is the rightful, 
supreme master and owner of all reasonable creatures, and their 
nearest and highest duties are to him. Hence to train a soul 
away from him is a robbery of God, which he cannot justify in 
any person or agency whatsoever. He has not, indeed, 
committed to the State the duty of leading souls to him as its 
appropriate task. This is committed to the family and to his 
church. Yet it does by no means follow that the State may do 
anything tending to the opposite (p. 268). 

 
The Bible is central to this moral education: “Grant the inspiration of the 
Bible, and we have a basis of moral appeal so simple and strong that 
practically all other bases are comparatively worthless, especially for the 
young . . . There can be, therefore, no true education without moral culture, 
and no true moral culture without Christianity” (p. 269). 
 
Dabney says that the old private education system in Virginia was better for 
the following reason: “It leaves to parents, without usurpation, their proper 
function as creators or electors of their children’s schools . . . Government is 
not the creator but the creature of human society. The Government has no 
mission from God to make the community; on the contrary, the community 
should make the Government” (p. 270). Thus he concludes, “Noble races 
make their governments; ignoble ones are made by them” (p. 271). 
 
 
 
R.L. Dabney, “Dr Dabney’s Battery: He Opens Fire on Dr. Ruffner From 
Another Quarter” in Discussions, Volume 3 (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 
1982), pp. 262-271.  
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